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Twenty-one years on. Jama s Earl Ray 

■ « 



remains evasive about lues alleged 



V 



Involvement in i ko assassination of 

JVIartin Luther King, /om EfefRlIEOTQM 



,^r* e3 untangle tho evidence. 



Vi . l. •' 



ofore our first meeting, a lawyer warned 
me that Ray had sounded inarticulate 
11 and paranoid on ihe telephone a couple 
of days before. So it was with my expec- 
tations lowered Uiat I made Hie jounicy 40 
miles west of Knoxville, deep into the wooded 
lull district of East Tcnncssce-an area of 
broken-down farm buildings and disused coal 
mines— to meet the man the popular press 
love to call 'America’s most notorious killer* 
James Earl R§y. 

When finally, after introductions and secur- 
ity checks 1 found myself alone in a small 
room and this slight, polite figure sidled in and 
Introduced himself, I became Intrigued that 
my expectations were being so confounded. 
Quick-witted, knowledgeable, certainly anl- 
cuate— albeit masked by bis c i| pi>cd 
Southern accent. Ilow could It be that tills 
apparently gentle guy—not difficult to 

J, e “ own nw ^ side of Dr 
Martin LuUier King s head with a bullet from a 
high-powered rifle 2 1 years ago? 

Was I meeting a reformed Hay, mellowed by 

thorn w f Pr ,f >n? 0r Wat “ c,,,, CClvablc that 
ere was at least some element of truth In the 

story he has been telling ever. since his capture 

and that he was now retelling yet again for mv 

h * “ « A aSTfiB 

King, mat he was framed for the murder by a 
mysterious man called Raoul. That he was 
pressurised Into pleading guilty by bis altor- 
ney, who did a deal with the prosecution 
The second time I met Ray was several 
months Inter, at the end or May this year lie 
ooked 111 seemed nen-ous, tmcertl aitd 
i*™*?. ®"?f , * ft m * worri « l Ills ability to 

t n 'i? ”"' fil, " i " 8 ,,r °" interview 
will, him. This was an ofT-form Ray that a 

Uuigl, prosecutor could certainly have made 
mincemeat of in cross-examination. YcL only' 

SMT- Ray was brousht u|> from |,|s 

cefi to face Utc camera, looking fit and confi- 
dent and, with considerable skill, proceeded 

Over those three visits I had caught a 
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glimpse of why James Earl Ray has manaeci 
to confound so many Investigators over tin 
years. On the surface he appears easy to rcud 
>ut he is actually a much more complex am 
puzzling character. Only if you take that com 
plexlty fully mto account Is it possible to fine 
the ke/ to his role in the assassination and 
understand why he still feels unable to talk 
about wlmt really happened. 

Ray’s entire strategy since the LriuJ in 19G9 
has been to seek a retrial on the grounds that 
he is completely innocent And to this end he 
has bombarded the federal and state authori- 

U .° S * lth , c “ crs ‘0 west from them 

classified Information about his case. Despite 
plenty of official stonewalling, he has had 
some success In prising documents from the 
FBI and other sources under the Freedom of 
Information / ct— a fraction of the 185 cubic 
feet of files relating to the King case which has 
been locked uo for 20 years. 

Ray says that if he could get Into court in 
front of a Jury, he thinks he now has enough 
evidence to cast doubt on the state’s case ’and 
o prove a massive fraud to get me to plead 
gmhy and locked away for 99 years without n 
Tair trial. He Is certainly right that he could 
demonstrate the remarkable weakness or the 
state s case against him. As our film for Insule 
Sionj shows, there is no ballistics evidence of 
any value connecting the rifle that was found 
a the street ufter Utc shooting with the bullet 
taken from Dr King’s body— U,e FBI fulled to I 
t os l fire the wenport. 

Neidier is tlicro any really hard evidence of 
where Ihe shot was fired from. Dr. King was 
standing on the balcony of the Lorraine Motel 
n Memphis when ho was shot. The state said 
the gun w:ls fired from a bathroom window of 
a rooming-house 200 feet away. The p„|i cc 
removed a sccUon of the bathroom window- 
s II because it had a mark on It, caused, they 
cla hnctl’ by the barrel of a rifie-thus proving 
at the rifle was fired from there. Of course, 
that is evidence that was never tested In 
court, but Herbert MacDoncll, a highly 
resected ballistics expert, has examined 










made by a rifle barrel. 

The only person Hint the stale claimed could 
identify Ray ils the man who left the rooming- 
hmi.se after the shooting was a man called 
diaries Stephens who had been arrested 200 
times for drunkenness. FUJ documents show 
that, in two separate interviews in the week of 
the killing, Stephens said lie saw the suspect 
only from behind. Stephens had an agreement 
with an attorney to split the $185, 000 reward 
money ofTered to the person whose evidence 
contributed most to the killer being brought to 
justice. It should not be loo difficult to per- 
suade n jury of Stephens’ total lack of credi- 
bility ns n witness mid Hint his motive in 
coining forward was loot for testimony’. 

Given the recent revelations about the 
possibility of n number of gunmen Involved in 
Ute Kennedy assassination, n jury would now 
be more likely to consider seriously the evi- 
dence of some witnesses who saw a man In 
the bushes behind Utc Lorraine Motel who 
may have been a gunman. Tl.c most credible 
of those has never been interviewed bv the 
pulice or the FUI about what lie saw. 

In spile of lite state prosecutor I’hil Canale’s 
intention to bring over 100 people from all 
over the world to testify at Ray's trial, and the 
•3 10 pieces of physical evidence (lint U e state 
claimed it would produce, Ray's guilty p| ( . a 
must have come as » considerable relief. 

A two-nnd-a half-hour summaiy— the slate s 
version of the facls-nt a hastily convened 
hearing that many of l lie world’s media were 
unable to get to in time, ended with a 00-yenr 
sentence for Ray, Hie /Inkiness of the case 
against him unexposed. Editorial writers 
hundreds of miles away could rage at the 



THE LISTENER 28 SEPTEMBER 1909 




aborted trial — the New York Times called U ‘a 
shocking breach of fuilh with the American 
people*— but the city of Memphis fell they, in 
the judge’s words, ’hadn't done too badly for u 
'decadent river town". 

Why did Ray plead guilty? First, he cluims he 
was disoriented by being kept in solitary con- 
finement for seven months in a cell with a liglrt 
on 24 hours a day, watched by a TV camera 
and two guards permanently on duty. He says 
that after two montlis of 'sleepless confine- 
ment’ he began to have recurrent noscblcctls. 
(The 1978 select committee on assassinations 
found *a toud disregard for Ruy's right to 
privacy during his trial defence'.) 

Secondly, he was placed under enormous 
pressure from his lawyer to plead guilty to 
save himself from the electric chuir, on the 
grounds (hut Ray could not expect u fair triul 
because the news media hud ulreudy con- 
victed him through pre-trial publicity. (Even 
before Ray was captured, L’j'e magazine pub- 
lished a cover story— The Accused Killer. The 
revealing story of a mean kid’— about Ray as a 
child.) Percy Foreman, Ray’s lawyer, uppeurs 
to have been solely motivated by cite fees he 
could obtain from the book rights to Ray’s 
story. Foreman signed a contract with the 
author Wiiiium Bradford Iluic in which Fore- 
man was to receive $ 1 65,000. 

U subsequently emerged dial this payment 
was contingent upon Ray pleading guilty, 
because a secret contract between Iluic and 
his publisher stipulated that the money was 
not to be used to assist Ray In his trial— only a 
guilty plea could prevent that. When Ruy 
asked Foreman for $500 of this money to pay 
for another lawyer, Foreman made him sign a 
letter— he still has It— which said *Uds ad- 
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vancc is also contingent upon the plea of 
guilty and sentencing going Uirough on 10 
March 1909, without any unseemly conduct 
on your part in court’. 

^ Ray first heard about the guilty plea idea 
J^from Percy Foreman in mid-February 1909; 
^ years later it emerged from the prosecutor's 
Ng^notes that the prosecution and the defence 
were negotiating a guilty pica deal as early as 
18 December 10G8. To compound die in- 
justice, this was the day of the appointment of 
u lawyer culled Hugh Sumton Sr to assist with 
Ray's defence. Stanton had also acted for the 
state's chief witness against Ray, Charles 
Stephens. And It was Stanton who apparently 
set the ball rolling on the guilty plea. Ray 
eventually caved in to Foreman’s pressure 
on 9 March, the day before the trial. 

So is Ray just an innocent victim — victim of 
a framc-up and of subsequent ir\)usticc by the 
state in its desire to sec one man nailed for the 
prime? During the course of our Investigation, 
we came to believe that it is much more 
complicated than that, for there can be little 
doubt now that there was a sophisticated 
conspiracy and that Ray played a role in it. But 
we believe that it was most likely a minor role 
as a manipulate decoy. Ray had no motive for 
killing Dr King and nobody would hire him os 
a killer because of his lack of experience with 
a rifle and his history of bungling criminality. 
But as an escaped prisoner, with 17 ycurs of 
his sentence stili to run, Ray was certainly 
controllable. 

He describes a man called Raoul instructing 
him to move from city to city, carry packages 
across frontiers, buy a rifle, bring it to Mem- 



phis and usk no questions. In 1978, (he Con- 
gressional committee on assusainullons con- 
cluded tied, although there was tin element of 
truth iu Ray’s story — Ins spending patterns 
were consistent with the amounts lie listed as 
payments from Raoul— Raoul was a fiction. 
Ray had never been able tu produce a shred of 
evidence to prove the existence of Raoul.' 

We have discovered from a former OLA man 
that there was a CIA ’asset' who was an identi- 
ties specialist in Montreal in 1907 and that Ids 
£> '£1' - name was Raoul. It was in Monlreul in July 
V ^ 1907 thal Ruy started using the first of u 
number of identities that lie adopted over the 
next year— they were all residents of one 
small mea of Toronto, they all looked quite 
- Uke Ray, and one man, Eric Galt, had an 
s uncanny likeness, with scars in the same pla 
^ ces as Ray. There is clearly no way that Ray, 
with no knowledge of Toronto, could have 
obtained these Identities without help. Given 
this specialist's name was Raoul tuid that Ray 
claims he first met this Raoul in Montreal in 
July 1907, it seems most probable that they 
were one and the same man. 

In addition, a man long regarded as~u 
shadowy figure in the assassination, but 
never provcnly linked— Jules Ricco Kimble— 
has confessed to us that lie assisted Ray by 
taking him to tut identities specialist in M.#n 
treal operating from a 'CIA front', lie claims lie 
was acting on instructions from an FBI agent. 
Tliis probability is compounded by the cir- 
cumstantial evidence we have built up of the 
CIA and FBI’s likely complicity in the affair in 
u sophisticated operation that may have com- 
bined with elements of the Mafia us well. 

'I really don’t recall the Galt name, where I 
got it and there’s a couple of other names I 
don’t recall the details of ’ — Ray will not talk 
about where he obtained his identities from. 
Philip Melanson, the author of the recent 
book, 77 ic MUJIKIN Conspiracy, found Ray's 
answers to questions on this are in marked 
contrast to his genial, relaxed approach on 
safer topics. He suw Ray become evasive, 
edgy and apparently forgetful, even though he 
had just demonstrated a detailed 
remembrance of numes und dates on some- 
thing else. 

Ray may well have been out of his depth in u 
sophisticated conspiracy in which he wit- 
tingly or unwittingly agreed to lay a false trail. 
He is now boxed in by what he knows, unable 
to reveal what really happened because, as 
Melanson says, 'it makes him look less inno- 
cent limn lie wants to claim to be. Once be 
admits that Raoul was tin Identities specialist, 
then he has to start answering questions that 
go the heart of what happened In Memphis 
that day. Ray muy have used the name taken 
from his Montreal contact, Raoul, us u con- 
venience to cover the identities of others who 
helped him later. 

Ray probably knows very little about the 
federal intelligence dimension to tills affair, 
but if lie would come clean It could provide 
more clues. Ray lives by the criminal code, let 
us hope that the revolutions In our film will 
help him to decide at long lust to 'grass'. 8 



John Edginton wrote, produced und directed 
’Inside Story: Who Killed Martin Luther 
King? 1 (an Olmoor pivduction /or BBC tv) 
shown on Wednesday 27 September (BBC! ). 
The author wishes to acknowledge John Ser- 
geant's contribution with research . 
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MCI. 9.30pm. Inside Story: Who Ki lled Martin Luther King? 



Inside Story: Who Killed 
Martin Luther King? 

I flflCl.' 9.30 - 10. 35 pm 

Tins painstakingly researched John 
tdginton film might be described 
as ihe standard 1980s documentary 
about the assassination of liberal 
.u a ^ CrS Jr n ,hc . U . ni,cd S,a,es of die 

1960s. The official line on the 
Kennedy killings, as well as the 
King murder, was that they were 
down to lone nutters. Television 
documentaries show, convincingly 

I or otherwise, that there was a 
conspiracy leading back to 
Washington. In (he King case the 
supposed killer James Ear) Ray is 
still in jail and willing to protest to 
any passing television investigator 
that he did not pull the trigger. The 
case for conspiracy now looks 
unanswerable. Ceefax. , 
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c James Earl Hay: a pawn in someone 
else s game? (BDCI, 9.30pm) 

9.30*1 0.35pm BBC1 . 

Doubt* klteut the Identity of the 
tssussia of John F Keuua Jy Lari «Uo |«| 
to questions about the killing of 

for wUcb Joint* 
EarJ Ray lj serving a 99-year sentence 

“kev "Z? n '!. n, “ cUlau t0 •“»« '°und 
mi to scs : pIus evlJei »« of 
^startling new allegations" involving a 

00 '!*' *>"' of “*« cia 

tt&ixsaxsgt** 

Another Is a fireman who watched the 

Tn ?»f m C ^ Cnt “ d ddmj the ^gistics 
and ballistics rendered Ray's ofTence 

Impossible. Also called to test i/y ar7a 
mun called Raoul, who admits he was part 
of the assassination plan, and a P 
witness whom the Memphis authorUIca 
kept In protective custody at the lime, 
W “*P parea(, y too drunk to 
identify anybody that day. It is a 
fascinating film. 
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'I WOULD say I was the only one 
'v'ho saw him shot, from the 
front.” The voice belonged to a 
fireman who had been watching 
the upper balcony of the Lorraine 
Motel on 4 April 1968 when Mar- 
tin Luther King was hit by an as- 
sassin's bullet. What he described 
seeing was less significant than 
•the faint tone of solf- 
aggrandisement in his testimony, 
die sense of a bystander pressing 
through a crowd to stake a claim 
iu the historical record. 

As the rash of Kennedy docu- 
mentaries last year showed, all 
conspiracy investigations have to 
pick their.way through a mob of 
bir-flies,- small-time criminals, • 
derelicts and winos, all queuing 
for their 15 minutes of fame. And 
in this respect Inside Story ' s "Who 
Killed Martin Luther King”* 
(BDC 1) was no exception — a 
cab-driver speaking through an 
electronic throat vibrator, a dying 
ex-mobster who claimed the FBI 
had put out the contract oh King, 
a Mafia "mechanic” who recalled 
taking James Earl Ray to Mon- 
treal to pick up a set of aliases 
from a CLA safe-house and James 
Earl Ray himself — ail came for- !• 
ward to tell brief stories in which 
they were the central character. • 
As their evidence was more a Col- 
lage than a chain of logic it wasn’t 
really essential that you believed 
all of them. , • 

John Edginton's film clearly 
did, though, spending its first half 
hour picking away at the conve- 
nient labels pasted over the 
King's assassination by the two- 
and-a-half-hour trial. Whv had 
the seven man bodyguara been, 
withdrawn 24 hours before King 
died? . . . Why were three tactical 
squads pulled back that 
morning? . . . Why were the po- 
lice preoccupied with a false 
assnssinntion threat against a 
black Memphis policeman on sur- 
veillance duty at the Lorraine 
MotcI7 . . . Why was one of the 
first people to reach King’s body 
an intelligence agent with CI< 
contacts? . . . why had the FBI a,-, 
lowed no ballistic tests on the bul- 
let and rifle? It was the cuieslionj 
themselves that constituted evi- 
dence for conspiracy rather than 
any answen supplied by the pro- 
gramme; these were cracks in the 
tooth that the tongue can’t leave 
alone. • 
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^ 'And, while It didn’t pin down a 
case against any one agency, and 
occasionally appeared nafve 
about the motivps of its speakers, 
the film reminded you that Amer- 
ica iq the Sixties was A world, 
where moral hysteria was a good 
career decision and government 
agencies could soberly discuss the 
practicality of poisoning Castro's 
cigars.^King had come out against 
the Vietnam war shortly before 
he was killed, * and his arrival to 
support striking garbage workers 
in Memphis had raised tensions 
further. He was aJso under con- 
stant surveillance by the FBI. In 
this climntc James Earl Ray’s 
handy package of aliases from a 
Canadian suburb (all bearing a 
resemblance to him) nnd his con- 
sistent stories of being set up by a 
contact called Raoul begin to 
look more plausible. But their 
best coup came too late; 'as the 
film ended a caption rolled — 
"After completing this film we 
found a CIA man who confirmed 
that the CIA ran false identities 
out of Montreal-., .his name was 
Raoul Miori." 

In the midst of all this profes- 
sional suspicion, though, one 
question was conspicuous by its 
absence. If a deadly consortium of 
the CIA, the Mafia and the FBI 
really conspired to kill King and 
lo turn James Earl Ray into the 
perfect scapegoat, planting his 
gun in a nearby doorway and re- 
leasing his description as the 
killer, why is he still alive, a loose 
cannon who, even 25 years later, 
migit just sink the ship?-. • 
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